Director Stuart Gordon, who brought E. R. to life 
at Chicago’s Organic Theatre, tries his hand at horror. 


by Dan Gire 


When the horrorfilm THE RE- 
ANIMATOR opens in theatres 
later this summer, a new breed of 
zombie will shatter the traditional 
image of the walking dead as slow 
and stupid. Zombies from THE 
RE-ANIMATOR aren't so much 
“the walking dead” as they are 
“the running, leaping, ripping, 
biting dead.” Unlike the corpses 
that shambled and shuffled their 
way through NIGHT OF THE 
LIVING DEADand DAWN OF 
THE DEAD, these rejuvenated 
bodies are fast and powerful. 
Pumped full of a potent adrena- 
line derivative, they literally jump 
off morgue tables in a garrish 
high-speed imitation of life. 

To director Stuart Gordon, 
THE RE-ANIMATOR doesn’t 
even qualify as a true zombie 
movie. “Actually, this is an old- 
fashioned horror movie, like a 
modern-day Frankenstein film,” 
Gordon said. “It’s based on the 
idea of these young, bright medi- 
cal students who develop a serum 
that can re-activate the brainafter 
death.” 


The medical students think 
they’ve stumbled upon the great- 
est thing since aspirin. Then they 


The film’s zombies aren't slow and 
shuffling, they literally leap off morgue 
tables in fast-paced action sequences. 


A victim gets his face ripped off, makeup designed by John Carl Buechler. 


realize the problem with their 
grand experiment. The revived 
corpses sustain various degrees of 
brain damage, sotheir disposition 
is less than pleasant when they 
rebound from permanent peace. 
In unrelenting pain, the man- 
made creatures go berserk, they 
rip off victims’ faces, chow-down 
on living tissue and effectively 
negate any Nobel Prize hopes for 
the young researchers. 

Although a bargain basement 
French-Italian production titled 
CITY OF THE WALKING 
DEAD featured quick-moving 
zombies earlier this spring, THE 
RE-ANIMATOR will probably 
receive credit for breaking new 
ground with zombie films. Also, 
THE RE-ANIMATOR promises 
to show its over-active cadavers in 
the most realistic detail ever seen 
on the silver screen. 

“The depiction of corpses in 
this film is much more accurate 
than anyone has ever done 
before,” Gordon said. “The stan- 
dard way of portraying corpses is 
to paint them white or bluish gray 
and maybe put dark rings around 
the eyes. Every individual corpse 
looks different, just like people. 
We tried to give that same look to 
the bodies.” 

To insure authentic zombie 


appearance, Gordon tapped the 
medical knowledge of a friend, 
Dr. Ron Berman, the former 
director of a California emer- 
gency room. “With Berman’s 
help, we tried to keep the medical 
aspects as close to reality as possi- 
ble,” Gordon said. “Also, I talked 
to lots of pathologists on the 
appearance of cadavers and 
visited half a dozen morgues.” 
Designs for the rather graphic 
zombie makeup came from John 
Carl Buechler, the artist who cre- 
ated the vicious title characters of 
GHOULIES. Cinematographer 


Stuart Gordon, an alumnus of Chicago's Organic Theatre, makes his directing debut. 


Mac Ahlberg—who once shot TV 
movies for Ingmar Bergman— 
also photographed GHOULIES 
prior to shooting THE RE- 
ANIMATOR. Bob Burns, recog- 
nized mostly for his eerie human 
bone motifs from THE TEXAS 
CHAINSAW MASSACRE and 
THE HOWLING, supplied the 
art direction. 

THE RE-ANIMATOR, loosely 
based on a short story by H. P. 
Lovecraft, hovers around $1 mil- 
lion in production costs, a mere 10 
percent of the average Hollywood 
movie budget. Empire Pictures, 
the up-and-coming independent 
distributor of GHOULIES, DUN- 
GEON MASTER and other low- 
budget fantasy-horror tales, will 
release the movie this summer 
after the major studio productions 
drop out of the market and theatre 
screens become available. 

Before sitting down in his direc- 
tor’s chair, Gordon scrutinized 
both of George Romero’s cult clas- 
sics and reviewed most of the 
major horror movies made during 
the past 15 years. The one he found 
most intriguing wasn’tevena mon- 
ster movie by purist standards— 
Roman Polanski’s ROSEMARY’S 
BABY. 

“The thing that makes it such a 
neat film is that it’s very subjec- 
tive,” he said. “You see everything 
through Rosemary’s eyes. It’s like 
the camera is mounted on Rosem- 
ary’s shoulder. He gave the filma 
documentary feeling; you think 
it’s really happening.” 

continued on page 60 
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“Also,” Gordon said, “I’m a big 
Hitchcock fan. I went back and re- 
read that Hitchcock book by Fran- 
cois Truffaut. His approach was 
very helpful in putting my movie 
together.” 

Reviving the dead has tradition- 
ally been a practice of paramedics 
and emergency room technicians, 
but it’s become second nature to 
Gordon, who made a name for him- 
self as the savior of Chicago’s pres- 
tigious Organic Theatre Company. 
The troupe had been in the throes of 
economic death when Gordon 
rescued it with “E. R.,” a hospital 
comedy that breathed new life into 
the theatre’s mortified box office. 
The show, which has since been used 
as the basis for a CBS-TV series, 
depicts one night in the lives of dedi- 
cated emergency room personnel 
who regularly snatch patients from 
the discomforts of rigor mortis. 

A North Carolina businessman 
named Brian Yuzna, anxious to 
enter the moviemaking field, saw the 
play and instantly recognized Gor- 
don’s talent for putting a blush ona 
cadaver. He asked Gordon to direct 
THE RE-ANIMATOR, his first 
film as well. 

“Even though Gordon had no pre- 
vious movie experience, he’d written 
and directed many plays,” said 
Yuzna. “I felt that he was a real good 
bet.” 

Gordon and Yuzna shot THE 
RE-ANIMATOR in 18 days between 
Thanksgiving and Christmas of 
1984. Cast members were unknowns 
from the Los Angeles area, although 
Gordon’s wife, actress Carolyn Pur- 
dy-Gordon, snared a supporting 
part. 

Gordon originally wanted to 
shoot THE RE-ANIMATOR in 
Chicago where he could use his per- 
formers from the Organic Theatre 
Company. But the limited budget, 
coupled with the special effects 
demands, dictated the film be shot in 
Los Angeles. 

“The L. A. performers all had 
strong theatre backgrounds,” Gor- 
don said. “Theatre separates the 
men from the boys. Just about every 
theatre actor can do film, but not 
every film actor can do theatre. The 
events in this particular film get 
wilder and wilder and more outrage- 
ous. It might begin to look very silly 
if the actors can’t convince an audi- 
ence that these things are really 
happening.” 

Like Romero’s zombie opuses, 
THE RE-ANIMATOR hosts its 
own morbid brand of humor. Early 
in the film, one of Gordon’s chief 
characters becomes decapitated, 
then re-animated. Then the poor 
man wanders through the rest of the 
story holding his talking head in his 
hands. “We get mileage out of the 
comedic elements,” Gordon said. 
“Just when you think you know 
where the limits of the story are, it 
takes you more and more out of 
control.” 
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spilled batch of experimental yeast. 

The film has had two previews, 
and according to Bloom, the reac- 
tion has been good. “It’s a very eso- 
teric film in some ways,” admitted 
the producer. “Some people will 
hear about a movie where people are 
getting sick inside of a gene-splicing 
laboratory, and won’t go near it, soit 
doesn’t have a broad general appeal.” 
That fact, combined with the change 
in management at Fox since the film 
was made, could mean an uphill 
struggle to get the film to its intended 
audience. 


One stroke of luck for the film is 
the presence of Sam Waterston in 
the cast, who will be making his first 
appearance on screen since his 
Oscar-nominated performance in 
last year’s THE KILLING FIELDS. 
Another ace in the hole is no doubt 
provided by the close ties of Bloom 
and Barwood to George Lucas. 
Bloom previously worked at Lucas- 
film as an associate producer on 
THE EMPIRE STRIKES BACK, 
and was aco-produceron RETURN 
OF THE JEDI. “We showed the 
film to George, although he had 
nothing to do with making it,” said 
Bloom. “He thought it was very well 
done, and was quite impressed.” 


Ironically, WARNING SIGN has 
gone through several title changes, 
and at one point almost ended up 
with the name of BLUE HAR- 
VEST, first used by Lucasfilm in a 
vain attempt to deflect publicity 
from the filming of RETURN OF 
THE JEDI in early 1982. “Horror 
beyond imagination’ is how we 
described the film, but of course it 
never existed,” said Bloom. “While 
working on this film last year, it was 
called BIOHAZARD, but we had to 
change that title because another pic- 
ture with that name came out last 
September [See 14:3:19]. 

“We thought of calling it BLUE 
HARVEST after the code-name the 
scientists give to their project of 
growing corn in salt water. How- 
ever, we decided to use WARNING 
SIGN instead, to tie-in with the inter- 
nationally recognized biohazard 
symbol known worldwide.” 

While WARNING SIGN is very 
much a work of fiction, it’s solidly 
based on the work being carried out 
in the field of gene splicing. Bloom 
points out that the Reagan adminis- 
tration is currently developing var- 
ious techniques of germ warfare 
under the guise of defensive biologi- 
cal research. “The American public 
is very unaware of the potential 
dangers in using gene splicing as a 
weapon,” he said. “Nobody really 
knows how lethal it can be. It’s possi- 
ble use in warfare is quite horrifying.” 

One only hopes that WARNING 
SIGN will not prove to be as pro- 
phetic as THE CHINA SYN- 
DROME, which preceded the near- 
nuclear disaster at the Three Mile 
Island plant in 1979. In that sense 
WARNINGSIGN could be the ulti- 
mate ‘horror’ film. O 


